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I
Traditions and Translations
Aristotle's Politics opens with a passage which has had a pervasive
influence in the history of political thought.
Observation shows us that every polis is a community [koinonia] and
that all communities are instituted for the purpose of attaining some
good . . . |T]he particular community which is most sovereign andincludes all the rest will pursue this aim most, and will be directed at the
most sovereign of all goods. This most sovereign and inclusive
community is what we call a polis or political community [koinonia
politike].1
The closing phrase, translated into Latin in 1438 by the Florentine humanist
Leonardo Bruni as 'civitas appelator & civilis societas', has served as a
paradigm for countless subsequent thinkers. From the fifteenth century to
the close of the eighteenth, 'civil society' ['societas civilis', 'society civile',
'biirgerliche Gesellschaft'] was routinely used as a synonym for 'state'
['civitas', 'citf] and 'political society'. This convention was unchallenged bysuch otherwise innovative thinkers as Machiavelii and Hobbes, was taken up
unquestioningly by the modern natural right tradition, and was broken onlyin 1820 when Hegel introduced a rigorous conceptual distinction between
state and civil society in his Philosophy of Right.1
How did Bruni—a figure not normally accorded a prominent place in the
Pantheon of great political theorists—create a convention which was
followed without exception for something close to five hundred years? What
led him to the by no means obvious choice of 'civilis societas' as a translation
for Aristotle's 'koinoniapolitike'l And what does his understanding of how
to go about translating the Politics tell us about the way in which a book
becomes a 'classic' in the tradition of political thought?
1 Aristotle, Politics, 1252a (in quotations from the Politics I have generally followed the Barker
translation, making minor modifications when necessary).
2 See Manfred Riedel, 'Gesellschaft, biirgerliche', in O. Brunner, W. Conzc, and R. Koselleck,
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Stuttgart, 1975), Vol. 2, pp. 719-800; Riedel, 'Aristotelismus
und Humanismus', in his Metaphysik und Metapolitik (Frankfurt. 1975), pp. 109-19; Riedel,
'Hegels Begriff der "BQrgerliche Gesellschaft" und das Problem seines gcschichtlichen
Ursprungs', in his Studien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1969); and.lames Schmidt, 'A Paideia for the "Biirger als Bourgeois": Civil Society in Hegel's Political
Thought', History of Political Thought, Vol. 2 (1981), pp. 469-93.
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